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Maryjane Draper

THERE AREN'T ANY SNAKES IN IRELAND
Lorna rolled over and opened her eyes. Her tiny pink room
·was flooded with morning sunshine. Nudging the curtains
aside, a soft breeze wafted fresh summer smells into the room.
"What a perfect day," the little girl thought.
She flung the sheets aside and bounced down the creaking
old stairway , two at a time. Slipping on some dirty underwear, she fell on her knee and scraped it. She hobbled quickly
through the house , trying to pat the injury.
"Where is everybody?" Lorna rubbed her sleepy eyes, puzzled. The living room , the bedroom, and even the kitchen
were empty. Mother was usually fixing breakfast by now. Lorna
almost called her - but then she remembered.
The sunshine turned cold , and the silence of the big old
house oppressed her. She sat down on the back porch, cupping her chin in her hands. The mourning doves that usually
greeted her at dawn were silent. A tear splashed on her
bruised knee. "Oh, Mama , Mama, ... why? Please ·c ome
home!"
But Mama was gone and couldn't hear her daughter crying, and the sun went on shining. Lorna squinted up at the
yellow ball and watched its rays twinkle in her tears. Her
uplifted face was suffused with sadness. "Sun, why did this
happen? Why do I have to hurt like this?" she wondered.
The sun didn ' t answer.
The leaves on the great maples in the back yard rustled
in the breeze. Lorna imagined they were whispering to each
other, "Have you heard about it? Do you know? " She ran to
the barn to escape her troublesome fantasy.
Her father was there, trying to fix his old Ford tractor. He
gathered his daughter into his strong arms and tousled her
curly black hair, gazing steadily into her blue eyes so much
like his own.
"An' how's my bonny leetle lass today, eh?" He threw her
into the air and swung her around , which always made her
laugh. But there was no smile on Lorna's face today. She only
stared at her handsome Irish father with eyes both reproachful
and longing.
The smile faded from Mr. MacSweeney's face, and he gently
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placed his little girl on her feet again. An inner pain filled his
eyes as he kneeled in the dust with his hands on Lorna's shoulders. "Aye, darlin' , I know the hurt you're feelin'. I hurt , too ,
here in me heart. But we must teach ourselves t' live with it."
"But why did they take her away, Papa? Why couldn't she
stay here? And when will she come home?"
"'Twasn't your mother's fault, Lorna-lass. She was too sick
to stay 'ere anymore . Those people will try t' help her, an' then
she'll be comin' home ."
Lorna turned away. "You let them take her, didn't you?"
MacSweeney sighed. He started to reach out for her, but suddenly withdrew his hand and stood up. He gestured helplessly .
"Och, I had no choice, Lorna. She was not fit t' be 'ere alone
with you children while I was workin' . For sure, lass, I would
'ave prevented it if I could. But I've you an' Scota t' think of.
You'd not be angry with me for somethin' I couldn't help,
now , would you?"
Lorna smiled dismally and hugged her father. "No, Papa, I
understand. And I love you," she whispered in his ear.
"And I love you, Lorna-lass. Now get along and wake up
your lazy sister."
Lorna paused at the door of her sister's room, gazing affectionately at the sweet childish face that slept so peacefully .
Scota, at six, was a perfect copy of her mother. Her long dark
brown hair lay in soft waves around her face that was a pink
and creamy as a fresh peach. Filled with gentle innocence, her
deep blue eyes were large and expressive, fringed by thick black
lashes. She was a beautiful child.
Ten-year-old Lorna glanced at her own face in the wall mirror. Lorna was just as much her father's child as Scota w"iis her
mother's. She had inherited his thick , curly black hair, his
freckles, his eyes, his firm mouth and chin . The father and
daughter were very close. Scota would depend on them heavily
now that Mother was gone.
"Scota, Scota, wake up!" The little girl opened her eyes,
still a little red from crying herself to sleep, and stretched while
Lorna picked out a playsuit for her to wear. "It's almost nine
o'clock, lazy. Papa says to get up."
Scota propped herself on one elbow. "What's Mama fixing
for breakfast?"
Lorna slammed a drawer and scowled, angry at having been
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reminded. "Mama's not here, remember?"
The memory flooded Scota's expressive eyes and she began
to cry. Ashamed for being angry, Lorna sat on the bed and
cradled little Scota in her arms. "Don't cry, baby! Papa said
those people'll help Mama, and if they do she can come home.
But we've gotta be good and help Papa while she's away.
Don't cry now. Please don't cry." Lorna wiped the tears
away and Scota, sniffling, got out of bed.
Straddling the rocks with her legs wide apart, Lorna shaded her eyes from the noon sun and scanned the horizons of
her world - her father's farm. She stared at the eastern treeline that blocked her view, thinking, "Mama's somewhere in
that direction. Oh Mama ... "
Her neighbors Eddie and Jackie were climbing over the
rock pile behind her. Although younger than Lorna, Eddie
was a tall boy. Mr. MacSweeney always referred to him as
"that leetle devil." Eddie and Lorna had played together before starting school, but now he scorned girls. His sister Jackie
was thirteen , and Lorna thought she knew almost everything.
Eddie sat cross-legged on a flat rock . Grinning mischie-·.
vously he suddenly shouted, "Lorna, look out! There's a
snake!"
Jackie jumped and glanced around nervously, but Lorna
only glared at him in disgust, unimpressed. "Oh Eddie , stop
it! There's no snakes out here."
"There are so! I saw one ," he yelled defensively.
"I wouldn't care if there was."
"Well, I would!" Jackie exclaimed. She clambered onto
the highest rock she could find. Eddie started throwing
pebbles at Lorna.
"Stop it! Why do you have to be such a pest?" Lorna
cried. Jumping off the rocks, she landed in a tangle of weeds
and added an afterthought. "I don't think there are any
snakes in Ireland."
Eddie sneered. "That's stupid! You and your ol' Ireland.
Why don't you just go live there?"
"If you keep on being a brat I will!" Lorna retorted.
"Good!" Eddie gazed up at the sky in mock innocence
and asked maliciously, "Where's your ma , anyway? Haven't
seen her lately."
Lorna looked down in shame as Jackie said fiercely, "You
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shut your mouth! You know what Mom said. You just wait you're gonna get it!"
Eddie looked properly chastised, but the silence was tense .
Finally Jackie looked at her watch. "I gotta go , Lorna. Mom
said I had to practice for an hour before my piano lesson."
She scrambled off the rocks. "See ya."
"Yeah, O.K.," Lorna mumbled, still staring at the mossy
stones. She glanced up to watch Jackie run off through the
apple orchard , thinking, "You're so lucky , with your pretty
house and a mother and father and everything you want. You
will never know how it feels to watch your mama being taken
away from you."
Eddie watched Jackie until she disappeared into the house ,
and then he started his attack.
"Your mother's not home , is she? "
"Oh shut up." Lorna turned away.
"I know where she is. My mom told us. She went nuts,
didn't she? Your ma's crazy!"
"Eddie, stop ... ," Lorna pleaded.
He continued cruelly , "I knew she was gonna crack up. She
was always weird . Your ma's insane! They took her to a funny farm so she can be with all the other crazy people. You'll
probably go nuts too 'cause you're her kid. " He laughed and
started to chant,
"They're coming to take me away , ha-ha ,
To the funny farm where life is beautiful all the time;
And I'll be happy to see those nice young men
In their clean white coats and
They're coming to take me away , ha-ha!"
Lorna suffered silently until his teasing rose to a fever pitch
and she couldn't take anymore. She suddenly covered her ears
and began to scream frantically, "STOP IT STOP IT STOP
IT . . ."
Eddie shut his mouth in dismay, his eyes wide in puzzlement and fear of what he had done. Lorna stood up and continued to scream at him.
"You shut up about my mother! She's not crazy. She's
beautiful. She's my mother and you shut up! You don 't know
nothing. You're stupid! I hate you. I HATE YOUR GUTS!
GET OUT OF HERE! GET OFF MY ROCKS , YOU HEAR?
I HATE YOU. GET OUT , GET OUT .. ."
Lorna stooped and groped about blindly through her tears.

30

She grasped a fist-sized rock and heaved it after Eddie, still
screaming, "GET OUT! GET OUT OF HERE!"
But Eddie was running madly through the orchard like a
scared rabbit, and the rock fell far short of its target. Lorna
watched, her hands clenched in pain, tears streaming from her
blue eyes, and her agonized voice echoing over the silent fields,
"I HATE YOU I HATE YOU I HATE YOU ... "
Lorna spent the rest of the afternoon on the rock pile behind the barn, washing the stone with tears of grief and shame.
She beat the unfeeling boulders with her hands, trying to
make herself believe a lie. "Mama's not insane, she's not crazy,
she's not , she's not ... "
In her mind she relived the nightmare of the day before a
hundred times. She had called the farm where her father was
cultivating. Restraining her tears, she asked to speak with him .
"Papa, there's something wrong with Mama again. She pulled
out some of her hair and called me and Scota bad names, and
she threw flour all over the kitchen and clanged pans together ·
and sang some awful song. Now she's locked herself in her room ,
and she's crying and laughing and talking to herself. Come
home, Papa. I'm scared and Scota is crying . .. "
MacSweeney had rushed home and found his wife chasing
the children around with frying pans. She wore only a nightgown, and her beautiful brown hair, usually styled meticulously,
was straggling around her wild face in thin wisps. His efforts to
calm her were useless. MacSweeney's greatest fear had become
reality - his wife was insane.
Sending the children to stay with their neighbor, Mrs. Jennings, he made the most dreaded phone call of his life. An
ambulance arrived, and the girls watched from Jennings' porch
as the men in white coats carried their screaming mother from
her home, strapped securely to a stretcher.
Lorna and Scota broke away from Mrs. Jennings' repressive
grasp and ran to their father's arm as Mrs. MacSweeney was
placed in the back of the ambulance. The little family wept as
the men drove away.
Lorna knew her mother had been getting sicker for two years . .
She gradually lost control of her mind . Mr. MacSweeney took ·
his wife to the best doctors, but he wouldn't follow their advice
to send her away. The situation worsened un ti! there was no
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choice left to him. The father and his two little daughters were
left alone in the big old house.
At five o'clock MacSweeney came out to the rock pile to find
Loma. She was sitting on a huge boulder, crying silently and
staring at the ground. She did not look up .
"Loma-lass? 'Tis time for supper, love." He squatted down
to see her face, but she wouldn't meet his gaze. Sensing her
feelings, he spoke gently, like a man calming a frightened animal. "What's bother' you, lassy? Why, you've been 'ere all
afternoon, for sure. Scota and I 'ave been alone all day. We've
missed your pretty face. I 'eard you this mornin', yellin' at that
leetle devil Eddie. Did he be botherin' you again? You shouldn't
be lettin' him get on your nerves, darlin'."
Raising her head slowly , Lorna's gaze came to rest on her
father's face. A sob escaped from her as she reached out to
him, and he gathered her into his arms. "Arrah, love, he spoke
of your mother, is that it? My poor lassie."
Loma pressed her wet face against her father's shoulder as
he rocked her gently. Her voice choked with tears, she whispered in desperation, "Papa, tell me it's not true. Mama isn't
crazy, is she? Please tell me she's not crazy, Papa!"
MacSweeney shut his eyes tightly and felt the tears well up
behind the closed lids. He pressed Lorna's curly little head
close to him ; thinking, "My dearest Kathleen , insane! How
can I tell this to our own daughter?"
He paused with indecision and Lorna persisted hopefully,
"It's not true, is it , Papa? It's all a silly joke - isn't it?"
MacSweeney sighed deeply . "No, Loma-love," he said slowly, painfully. "We must not lie t' outselves, we must face the
truth. Your mother is ... insane."
"No!" Loma cried out. She pushed herself away from her
father, but he grasped her arms firmly and twisted her to face
him.
"Loma, listen to me!" he commanded. " 'Tis true. You
cannot deny the truth. Your mama is very sick. No one could
'ave prevented this." Loma continued to look away? Desperately, MacSweeney continued. "Lassy ,/ need you. Don't
you see that? I need you t' help me be raisin' you an' your
leetle sister. I've got t' 'ave help, too."
Loma looked up, puzzled. "You need help?"
"Aye, lass, for sure. We must be strong together."
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A tear dropped off the end of her nose. She said hesitatingly, "But - I hurt, Papa. I feel all - all sad inside, sort of."
MacSweeney nodded in understanding. "Arrah, I know the
feelin', lovey. 'Twill be a long while before the ache leaves
your wee heart . But now's the time when you need t' be
growin' up. There's much you'll 'ave t' bear, lass, what with
your mother gone an' your sister needin' you like she will.
Can you do it, Lorna? Will you be strong an' help your papa?"
Lorna threw her arms around her father's neck and hugged
him tightly. "I will try hard, Papa! Really I will!" MacSweeney
kissed the curly head of his little daughter, and the late afternoon sun glistened on their shared tears.

Lorna helped Scota struggle into her pajamas. The bed
creaked and swayed with their efforts.
"Scota, hold still! You 're worse than a snake."
"0-0-0-0, snakes!" the little girl squealed. She jumped up
and down on the soft springs in delight, chanting, "Therearen't-any-snakes-in-Ire-land ! There-aren't-any-snakes-in- ... "
"Will you stop it?"
Scota did a grand belly-flopper and rolled over so her shirt
could be buttoned. "Where's Papa at , Lorn?"
"He's finishing the big field . He'll be home soon."
"Oh." Scota scrambled under th~ covers. She pulled an old
storybook from under her pillow as Lorna tucked her in and
reached for the light switch.
"Aren't you gonna read Jo me?" Scota screamed, bewildered when her sister ignored this bedtime custom.
"Me? But .. ." Lorna stopped in surprise. She had never
read to Scota ; Mother had always held that job. "But Mama
is gone ," Lorna thought , "and Papa isn't here." She considered what she should do. "Scota expects someone to read
to her. I guess this is what Papa meant when he said he needed
help in raising us. I have to be Scota's mama now."
Lorna took the book and sat on the bed so her sister could
see the pictures - just the way her mother had done when
Lorna was little. Scota snuggled against her fluffy pillow as her
sister opened the worn little book and began to read.
" 'Once upon a time there lived in Ireland a very kind and
wonderful man named Saint Patrick . .. ' "
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